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The National Police were hit by charges of corruption and drug trafficking leading to a purge in the
third year of the present anti-crime plan set in motion by President Carlos Flores. A recent report
depicts Honduras as one of the most violent countries in Latin America, and a legislator wants to
reinstate military conscription as a crime-prevention measure.
Honduras murder rate among highest in Latin America A report issued by the Department of
Forensic Medicine of the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) in June said that Honduras was one of
the most violent countries in Latin America, with 45 to 50 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants taking
place every year. Tegucigalpa reported a homicide rate of 51 per 100,000 while the northern city of
San Pedro Sula reported 95. The World Health Organization (WTO) considers 10 per 100,000 to be a
dangerously high number of homicides.
The report, written by sociologist Julieta Castellanos, explores the connection between guns and
violence. The author said there were as many as 500,000 high-powered weapons in circulation in a
country of just over 6 million inhabitants.
In the past, security officials have set the figure a high as one million weapons. Castellanos said the
high rate of homicides was due to several factors including imbedded customs of revenge, conflicts
between criminal bands, and drunken brawls. Hordes of private security firms employ thousands of
agents armed with military-style offensive weapons.
The current rise in crime began in the early 1990s, said Castellanos, in part because the wars in
Nicaragua and El Salvador flooded the region with military weapons and made access to them
easy. Assault rifles like the AK-47 could be bought for as little as US$20 on the black market. The
spreading civilian arms race was abetted by the absence of a coherent government policy to control
the arms trade or control civilian gun ownership.
Current law actually encourages citizens to acquire arms and to become responsible for their own
protection, said the report. In 1999, Ramon Custodio, head of the Comite para la Defensa de los
Derechos Humanos en Honduras (CODEH), said police hands were tied for lack of adequate guncontrol laws backed by meaningful penalties. Amid the growing concern about rising crime rates,
both the police and the Armed Forces have come under attack for being part of the problem.
In 1997, Honduras went through a debate on crime as the legislature was moving to separate the
old police force Fuerza de Seguridad Publica (FUSEP), notorious for human rights abuses and
corruption from Armed Forces control.
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Proponents of a separate civilian-controlled police blamed the military for increased crime. Custodio
said rising crime was fomented by opponents of demilitarizing the police. He said the blame lies
with civilian authorities who are "incapable of reining in the military" (see NotiCen 1997-05-08).
FUSEP was separated from military command and renamed Policia Nacional in October 1997 (see
NotiCen, 1997-10-30).
However, the crime rate continued to soar, and critics of then President Carlos Roberto Reina
(1994-1998) said it was because authorities had not purged the ranks of corrupt and abusive officers.
Shortly after taking office in Jan. 1998, Flores announced he would take vigorous action against
crime. He appointed Elizabeth Chiuz Sierra, a former attorney general, as minister of security, and
announced an ambitious anti-crime plan (Estrategia Nacional de Seguridad Ciudadana).
Arguing that the criminals were better armed than the police, Flores asked for more money for more
police and equipment. Spending on police rose from US$8.8 million in 1998 to US$24 million in 1999.
The aim was to reach a police budget of US$30 million and to increase the number of police from
8,000 to 12,00. Police were outfitted with new uniforms, cars, and helicopters.
Other elements in the plan were the adoption of the death penalty, a gun registration and licensing
law, and the creation of special metropolitan police units in Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula and
a mobile rural police. "We aren't going to let a bunch of criminals force all of society to its knees,"
Flores said.

President Flores purges police
On Aug. 22, Flores announced a purge of the security system, starting with the dismissal of Security
Minister Chiuz Sierra. Her dismissal was in response to several recent charges of police corruption.
She was replaced by Gautama Fonseca.
Next to be fired was the assistant director of the police criminal intelligence unit (Direccion General
de Investigacion Criminal, DGIC), Col. Saul Bueso. Col. Wilfredo Urtecho Jeamborde, second in
command of the police force, was suspended pending the outcome of investigations into cases
involving him and six other officers suspected of having ties to drug traffickers.
Two officers one of whom was in charge of the anti-narcotics division in the southern city of
Choluteca are under investigation for giving police protection to Colombian drug traffickers
captured Aug. 15 on the Atlantic coast. The two are thought to be part of the Atlantic Cartel, which is
responsible for transhipment of drugs through Honduras. One of the officers is a relative of Urtecho
Jeamborde. Another officer was arrested for possession of two kilos of cocaine. Besides the suspicion
cast on the police, the military has now had to defend itself against similar charges of cooperation
with drug traffickers.
Following the August purge, Col. Daniel Lopez Carballo, chief of the Estado Mayor Conjunto told
reporters that no one in the Armed Forces was involved in drug activity. The military is already
under fire following a report by Comptroller General Vera Rubi. An audit by her office covering the
years 1986-1999 showed mishandling of military funds.
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Millions of dollars in unauthorized expenditures have been found during the terms of the last four
Armed Forces chiefs. Both Reina and Flores have resorted to putting Armed Forces troops in the
streets to assist police. Opponents, including human rights activists, insist militarizing the war
on crime risks a return to massive human rights abuses by the military. Besides, if the military is
uncontaminated by the drug trade, it will not be for long once it starts functioning as police, they
argue.
Now, a bill is under consideration in the Assembly to return the country to military conscription. In
early August, Deputy Roberto Castillo of the opposition Partido Nacional (PN) offered the bill and
said conscription, outlawed in 1995 (see NotiSur, 1995-04-21), would kept young men out of criminal
gangs and help the military fill its ranks to fight crime. [Sources: El Tiempo (Honduras), 07/07/99; La
Prensa (Honduras), 08/10/00; Notimex, 09/04/99, 06/08/00, 08/23/00, 08/24/00, 08/31/00]
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